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A missing victim.


A merciless killer.


Up-and-coming attorney Leigh Larson fights for victims of sexual extortion, harassment, and online abuse. She’s laser-focused on her career and not afraid to go after the sleaziest targets to get payback for her clients.


Austin homicide detective Brandon Reynolds is no stranger to midnight callouts, but his investigation of an abandoned car on a desolate road reveals an unusual crime scene. A pool of blood in the nearby woods suggests a brutal homicide. But where is the victim? The vehicle is registered to twenty-six-year-old Vanessa Adams, yet all Brandon finds inside is a smear of blood and a business card for Leigh Larson, attorney-at-law.


Vanessa had hired Leigh just before her disappearance, but Leigh has no leads on who could have wanted her dead. Faced with bewildering evidence and shocking twists, Leigh and Brandon must work against the clock to chase down a ruthless criminal who is out for vengeance.
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CHAPTER ONE
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HE WAS LATE, AND she shouldn’t have been surprised. Vanessa buzzed down the window a few inches and cut the engine. Crisp, piney air seeped into the car, along with the faint scent of someone’s campfire. She checked her phone. Nothing. She settled back in her seat to wait.


Her headlights illuminated a clump of trees— spindly fresh ones, along with the pointed gray spires that had burned years ago. She looked at the stars beyond the treetops. Once upon a time, she’d stretched out on a patch of grass not far from here with Cooper, gazing up at the sky and trying to pick out constellations. Orion. Leo. The Big Dipper. The memory seemed strange. Fanciful. Everything like that was gone now, replaced by a dull ache that never went away. Her emotions felt like tar, thick and heavy in her veins, and even swinging her legs out of bed required effort.


Yet here she was.


She was sick of the dread in her stomach. She was sick of being a silent bystander in her own life.


Vanessa eyed the bottle of Jim Beam peeking out from beneath the passenger seat. She reached for it and checked her phone again before twisting off the cap.


Late, late, late.


She took a swig. The bourbon burned the back of her throat, but then she felt a warm rush of courage. She could do this.


Headlights, high and bright, flashed into her rearview mirror. Her shoulders tensed as she listened to the throaty sound of the approaching truck. It pulled up behind her and the lights went dark.


Vanessa stashed the bottle on the floor and wiped her damp palms on her jeans. Her stomach flip-flopped as he slid from the pickup and walked over. She couldn’t believe she was doing this.


He stopped by the car, and she pushed the door open. He watched her from beneath the brim of his ratty baseball cap, and she could smell the smoke on his clothes. Marlboro Reds.


“Long time,” he said.


“Do you have it?”


He held up a bag.


It was a lunch sack, like her mom used to pack for her. PBJ and a pudding cup. Vanessa took the bag, and the paper felt soft and greasy. She looked inside.


“That’s four hundred.”


Her head snapped up. “You said three-fifty!”


He pulled the bag away. “I need four.”


“I don’t have it.”


His gaze dropped to her breasts, and she knew that look. Her gut clenched. The thought of sex right now made her want to throw up.


Twisting in her seat, she grabbed her leather tote from the back. She pulled the stack of bills from her wallet and counted twenty twenties. She turned and held them out.


Tucking the sack under his arm, he took the cash and thumbed through it.


“You look different,” he said, and she caught the disapproval.


Vanessa gritted her teeth and waited. His attention fell to the bottle on the floor, and his brow furrowed as he leaned on the door.


“You all right, Van?”


“Yeah.”


Something flickered across his face. Pity? Tenderness? She had to be imagining it.


He passed her the bag. “That’s not really for your sister, is it?”


Vanessa didn’t respond. It was none of his damn business. He stepped away, and she yanked the door shut.


For a moment he didn’t move. But then he turned and walked back to his truck, stuffing her money in his back pocket.


The lights flashed on. Wincing, she watched in her rearview mirror as he backed up and made a three-point turn. When he was gone, she rested her hand on her stomach and let out a breath.


Vanessa started her car. She retraced her route over the pitted road until she reached the two-lane highway. When her tires hit smooth pavement, she pressed the gas and a wave of dizziness washed over her— probably the whiskey. She sighed with relief as the Austin skyline came into view.


Done.


She looked at the houses scattered on either side of the highway, some with lights on, some without. Through a gap in the pines she caught a glimpse of the lake glimmering under the half moon.


Eyeing the brown bag beside her, she felt a pang of yearning. She checked the mirror, then pulled onto the shoulder and parked. She grabbed the bag and reached inside.


Seventeen ounces.


It felt heavier than she’d imaged. She held the pistol in her palm and ran her thumb over the textured grip. For the first time in months, the knot of fear in her stomach loosened. She’d never been brave, never in her life. But people could change.


Headlights winked into the mirror, and she glanced up. High and bright again, probably a pickup truck. Squinting, she watched them get closer and closer.


Vanessa’s nerves skittered. Was it slowing down?


Had someone followed her here? But she’d been careful. Not just careful— vigilant. She’d taken every precaution.


The truck started to slow, and an icy claw of fear closed around her heart.


Vanessa scooted across the seat and reached for the passenger door, jerking back as her sweater snagged on something. She yanked it free, then grabbed the bag and pushed open the door.


The truck rolled to a halt. Vanessa scrambled from the car, tripping as she glanced back at the headlights. Adrenaline shot through her, and she sprinted for the trees. The ground sloped down, and she ran faster, faster, losing control as she hurtled toward the woods.


Her toe caught and she crashed to her knees and elbows but managed to hold the bag. She pushed herself up and raced toward the line of trees.


Then the headlights switched off, and everything went black. She ran blindly through the knee-high weeds, huffing and gasping and clutching the bag to her chest like a football. A car door slammed, sending a jolt of terror through her. She pictured him running after her, closing the distance, grabbing her by her hair.


Thorns stabbed at her as she reached the thicket. She swiped at the branches, desperate for cover as she imagined him behind her. She couldn’t see anything, not even her hand in front of her face as she groped through the razor-sharp bushes.


The thorns disappeared as she stumbled into a clearing. Panting, she stopped and glanced up at the moon. Her heart thundered as she looked around and tried to orient herself. An arc of pines surrounded her. She could hide. Take cover. Defend herself, if she had to. With trembling hands, she fumbled inside the bag and pulled out the gun. Dear God, was it loaded? She hadn’t thought to ask.


He’s coming.


On a burst of panic, she raced for the trees.


BRANDON ALMOST MADE it home.


Almost.


His stomach grumbled, and he eyed the pizza box riding shotgun in his truck. Mushroom and pepperoni, thin crust. It wasn’t nearly as good cold, but he wasn’t picky.


His cell phone buzzed in the holder, and he tapped it.


“Almost there,” he told his partner.


“Where are you exactly?” Antonio asked.


“About two minutes out.”


“Okay. Take it easy on the curve. You’ll see a black-and-white on the eastbound shoulder near my car. That’s the best place to park.”


“Got it.”


Brandon drove another mile down the highway and slowed. He spotted the whirring yellow lights of a tow truck blocking the eastbound lane as it dragged a pickup from the ditch. Brandon passed them, making note of the disabled vehicle— a black Chevy Silverado.


He tapped the brakes before the curve and saw the reason for Antonio’s warning. A silver car occupied the shoulder, just barely off the roadway. Traffic flares flickered on the pavement. Directly across the street, Antonio and a uniform stood talking with a man. Tall, goatee, green camo jacket, and a baseball cap turned backward on his head.


Brandon pulled a U-turn and parked behind Antonio’s personal vehicle, a black Mazda. Grabbing his phone, he gave his pizza a last wistful look and slid from the warmth of his truck.


A cool October breeze blew off the lake as Antonio trudged over. He wore dark slacks and a white button-down, same as Brandon, but his sleeves were rolled up. Looked like he hadn’t made it home yet either. Their workday had begun at five thirty a.m. with a gas station holdup on the south side of town, and it was almost eleven p.m.


“How’s it look?” Brandon asked.


“Weird.”


Antonio stopped in front of him and ran a hand through his black buzz cut. His partner was short but powerfully built, like an MMA fighter.


“When did you get here?”


Antonio sighed. “’Bout ten minutes ago.”


Brandon turned to look at the man being interviewed by the patrol officer.


“Guy’s name is Tom Murray,” Antonio said. “He called it in. Says he was driving westbound when a deer ran in front of him. He slammed on the brakes and swerved. Nearly hit the silver car there, then overcorrected and skidded off the road.”


Brandon turned back toward the tow truck. The orange flares illuminated twin skid marks leading to the ditch.


“Tire marks corroborate his story,” Antonio said. He’d spent four years on highway patrol, so he should know.


“And the driver of the car?” Brandon asked.


“Nowhere. But all her stuff’s in the vehicle. Wallet, keys, phone, everything.”


“Her?”


“Yeah, Murray said he walked over to see if anyone was inside and found a purse. Vanessa Adams, twenty-six. He checked the wallet.”


Brandon muttered a curse.


“I know, right? Now his prints are everywhere.”


Shaking his head, Brandon turned back toward the car. “What do you make of the guy?”


“Seems credible. Passed a Breathalyzer.” Antonio shrugged. “We ran the name from the wallet. No wants or warrants. Vehicle’s registered to her, too.” Antonio looked at him, his brow furrowed. “I gave the car a once-over.”


“Did you— ”


“Didn’t touch anything. There’s a smear on the door. Looks to me like blood.”


Hence, the reason he and Antonio had been called out to an otherwise routine abandoned vehicle.


Brandon scanned the area. The highway was lined with trees. North of the road, the forest was thick and healthy. South, not so much. Years ago, the highway had acted as a firebreak, but several hundred acres to the south had burned, and now it was a mix of jagged gray points and fresh saplings. The terrain sloped down to an area dense with scrub trees. Beyond the brush was a man-made lake created in an abandoned quarry. East of the lake was a public park.


Brandon opened his truck and reached into the back. “You have time to look around yet?”


“Not yet.” Antonio gave a sheepish smile. “I don’t have a flashlight.”


Rookie mistake. But Brandon didn’t state the obvious, even though he was Antonio’s training officer.


Brandon reached into his truck and grabbed his high-powered Maglite, then tucked it into the back of his pants and handed his spare to Antonio. Opening the tackle box that lived in the back of his cab, he dug out two pairs of latex gloves and handed one to his partner.


“You want to talk to the driver?” Antonio asked.


“I’ll take a look at the car first.” Brandon pulled on the gloves. “Tell him to hang out. Then go get started in the woods.”


“Roger that.”


Antonio headed off, and Brandon took a last look around before approaching the vehicle.


It was a silver Toyota, ten years old, give or take, with a purple namaste sticker on the back bumper. The tires were bald, but there was no sign of a flat. A thin layer of grime covered the paint, except for streaks along the back, where someone had opened and closed the trunk a bunch of times. Brandon switched his beam to high and checked the back seat. Empty. He stepped to the driver’s side. The door was closed, but the passenger door was wide open. He didn’t like that.


No interior light on, no ding-ding-ding warning sound. Brandon circled the vehicle, making note of the license plate and the dented side panel. The damage looked old. Taking care not to mar any footprints in the dirt, he approached the open door and leaned in.


The smell hit him immediately. Piña colada. He swept the flashlight over the seat and spotted the pineapple-shaped air freshener tucked inside the door pocket.


Brandon crouched beside the car. On the floor was a half-empty bottle of bourbon and a big leather bag. It seemed more like a tote bag than a purse. A red leather wallet sat on the passenger seat. He shined the light on the Texas driver’s license peeking through the plastic window and studied the smiling picture.


Vanessa Adams had long auburn hair. She wore red lipstick, and her blue eyes were accented with gray eye shadow. Smoky eyes. That was how his ex-girlfriend Erika described it when she did her eyes that way before they went out to clubs. Yet another thing he definitely hadn’t missed over the past six months.


Brandon swept the flashlight over the door again and found the smear. It wasn’t big— just a swipe near the handle. But it looked to him like blood.


In the cup holder was an old iPhone with a glittery white case that had a pink heart on the back. The heart case seemed young for a twenty-six-year-old.


Brandon stood and examined the car’s exterior again. No sign that she’d hit an animal in the road or anything else. So, what was the deal here? Was it a simple case of car trouble, and she’d hiked out for help?


Brandon could see her leaving her stuff behind, maybe even the tote bag and wallet if she was inebriated enough not to be thinking clearly. But her phone?


He looked over his shoulder toward the dark woods where a white light bobbed behind the trees. He called Antonio, and the light went still.


“Anyone check nearby gas stations?” Brandon asked. “There’s an Exxon half a mile east of here where Old Quarry Road meets the highway.”


“I’ll get patrol on it.”


“Thanks.”


Brandon turned back to look at the car. The iPhone bothered him. Even shitfaced, he couldn’t see someone leaving it behind. For most twentysomethings, a phone was like an appendage. Plus, it was late. He couldn’t picture a woman leaving here without her phone if she’d gone somewhere by choice.


He swept the light over the dashboard. The ashtray was open slightly and a white business card poked out. Brandon took a pen from his pocket and used the end to slide the tray open enough to read the card.


LEIGH LARSON. ATTORNEY-AT-LAW.


Beneath the name was a Tenth Street address and an Austin phone number. So, was Leigh a man? A woman? What kind of lawyer? The generic white card didn’t offer a clue. Brandon took out his cell and snapped a picture, then slid the ashtray shut.


His phone buzzed as he stood up. “Yeah?”


“Hey, I’m in the woods about fifty yards south of you.” Antonio sounded out of breath, and Brandon caught the excitement in his voice. He turned and spotted the distant white glow through the row of trees.


“What is it?” Brandon asked.


“Man, you need to come see this.”









CHAPTER TWO
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LEIGH WAS SEVEN MINUTES from being in contempt of court.


She checked her watch again and cursed as the line outside the Travis County Courthouse inched forward. She craned her neck, but even in her four-inch heels, she had trouble seeing over all the heads.


This was her fault. Mondays were jury selection, and she should have built in extra time to get through security. But this hearing had cropped up at the last minute, and she hadn’t thought about the timing.


Leigh’s stomach knotted as she eased forward in line. The Honorable Randolph J. Thielman was a ballbuster. He despised unmuted cell phones, baseball caps in his courtroom, and late attorneys. Punctuality was a particular fetish, and he didn’t hesitate to slap lawyers with stiff fines if they showed up late more than once. Leigh had long ago used up her free pass.


At last, she stepped through the propped glass door into the shade of the courthouse. She heaved her leather satchel onto the table, then grabbed a plastic tray for her phone. She checked the time before sending it through the X-ray.


Five minutes.


Leigh stepped through the metal detector and set off a nerve-grating beep. Damn it, she didn’t need this now.


A barrel-chested sheriff’s deputy waved her over. “This way, ma’am.”


Cursing her choice of lingerie, Leigh stepped out of the traffic flow and scanned the guys manning the X-ray machine. Where was Deputy Gronkowski? That one knew she was a regular and always waved her through without a hassle. Leigh didn’t actually know the man’s name, but he was big and beefy and reminded her of a football player.


Leigh lifted her arms and felt a half dozen male gazes on her as the deputy ran a wand over her body, pausing beneath her breasts. She dropped her arms before he could nod and rushed to retrieve her belongings.


Four minutes.


She quickly silenced her phone and stuffed it into her bag. Glancing up, she spotted Gronk near the water fountains talking to a pair of plainclothes cops, a tall one and a short one. They were detectives— she could tell by the guns and gold shields.


And they were looking right at her.


Gronk nodded in her direction, and she felt a jolt of shock as she read the words on his lips: There she is.


Leigh turned and hurried for the elevator. The car was full. The door started to close, and she made a dash for it.


“Wait!” she yelped.


The door slid shut.


“Leigh Larson?”


She whirled around. The tall detective’s gaze homed in on her as he strode toward her.


“Shit.” She cast a glance at the red digits above the elevators. The second elevator was on floor three and moving up.


She stomped her foot.


“Are you Leigh Larson?”


She turned around, and the detective was right behind her now. His sharp gaze pinned her, and she took a step back. I’m in trouble, she thought. Which was ridiculous. She’d never even laid eyes on this man. One of her clients was in trouble— that was much less ridiculous. Leigh had gotten her start with the public defender’s office, and some of the people she’d represented weren’t exactly pillars of the community.


“Are you Leigh Larson?” he asked again.


“Yes. Who are you?”


“Detective Brandon Reynolds, Austin PD.”


“If it’s about De Silva— ”


“Who’s De Silva?”


She paused to look up at him. He had strong cheekbones, brown-black eyes, and thick dark lashes that any woman would kill for. And he definitely looked annoyed.


Leigh shot a glance at the elevators. “Listen, I’m late for court, so whatever it is you need— ”


“I need information.”


“You’ll have to call my office.”


Leigh moved toward the stairs, and he fell into step beside her, undeterred. She pushed through the door, and he followed her into the cinder-block stairwell.


“It’s about Vanessa Adams,” he said.


She glanced at him as she hurried up the stairs.


“Who?”


“Vanessa Adams.”


She checked her watch. “I really can’t talk right now. I’m due in court in two minutes.”


“I just have a few questions.”


“My office is on Tenth Street.” She rounded the landing, but he kept pace with her. “You can make an appointment and— ”


“Stop.”


He halted on the landing, and an invisible force made Leigh stop, too.


“I need information now, not later.”


She stared up at him and summoned her very last shred of patience.


“If you insist on doing this now, you have thirty seconds,” she said.


The corner of his mouth curved up in a smile, and she felt an unwelcome rush of warmth.


She glanced at her watch. “Twenty-five.”


He rested his hands on his hips. “Vanessa Adams, Austin resident, twenty-six years old. Can you tell me if she’s a client of yours?”


“No.”


He frowned. “No, she’s not a client? Or no, you can’t tell me?”


“I don’t have a client by that name.”


“No?”


“No.”


She hurried up the last flight of stairs.


“You sure about that?”


She shot a look at him as she pulled open the door. “Yes.”


Leigh glanced around, disoriented as she emerged from the stairwell and not the elevator bank, like she normally did. Her gaze landed on room 305, and she hurried for the door. Through the rectangular window, she spotted the bailiff standing beside the bench. But no Judge Thielman, thank goodness.


Leigh turned to face the detective, giving him her full attention for the first time. He was tall and powerfully built. Short dark hair, tanned skin. He was actually fairly nice-looking, in a cop sort of way. But his timing was crap.


“One more thing,” he said.


“I have to go.”


“What about Gertrude Soltis?”


“Gertie Soltis, the defense attorney?”


“Yes.”


“What about her?”


“She ever send you referrals?”


“Sometimes. Listen, I need to get in there.” She cast a glance over her shoulder, and her pulse jumped as the door to the judge’s chambers opened.


“All rise,” intoned the bailiff as everyone stood up.


Leigh grabbed the door handle. She closed her eyes for a moment to collect herself. Five years in, and she was still prone to panic attacks.


Focus. You can do this.


Leigh squared her shoulders and stepped into the courtroom.


BRANDON FOUND HIS partner exactly where he’d expected. Antonio stood beside the food truck in front of the courthouse, pumping ketchup onto a pair of hot dogs.


He glanced up from his lunch as Brandon approached.


“How’d it go? She know her?”


“I don’t know,” Brandon said.


“Well, did you ask her?”


“Yeah. She said Vanessa Adams isn’t a client.”


Antonio frowned. “So, what’s the problem?”


“She lied.”


“How do you know?”


“I could tell.”


Brandon couldn’t say how, exactly. But he had a nose for BS. And Leigh Larson, attorney-at-law, had been lying through her pretty white teeth.


“But why would she lie about knowing Vanessa?” Antonio asked.


“No idea,” Brandon said.


With his hot dogs fully loaded, Antonio stepped away from the food truck. Day or night, rain or shine, his partner never missed a meal. Even after grabbing less than three hours of sleep, he’d shown up for work this morning with a bag full of breakfast tacos. The kid worked out like a maniac and was constantly scarfing down food.


“These are good,” Antonio said around a mouthful. “You want one?”


“No.”


Brandon glanced back at the courthouse, where the security line still stretched all the way to the park.


“She’s hot, though.”


He turned around. “What’s that?”


“The attorney.” Antonio smiled. “Don’t tell me you didn’t notice.”


Brandon didn’t comment. He’d have to be dead not to notice. Leigh Larson was definitely hot. The skirt, the heels, the sleek dark hair pulled back in a prim bun.


But the main thing he’d noticed was her eyes. They were forest green, and they’d gone from surprised to wary the moment she noticed him watching her. She’d taken one look at him and tried to hightail it out of there.


Not exactly the response he usually got from women. Criminals, yeah, but not women in general. She’d said she was late for court, and that explained the rush, maybe, but it didn’t explain the lie.


Leigh Larson had lied to him— he was sure of it. What he didn’t get was why.


“Well, we may have a better lead anyway.” Antonio crumpled his first wrapper into a ball and pitched it into a trash bin before chomping into the second hot dog. “The lab called while you were in there. They just got the Toyota in. Who’d you talk to over there?”


“Jane,” Brandon said.


“Oh yeah? Well, she must like you because they bumped us to the front of the line. They’ve already started processing the vehicle, and get this. The smear on the door? They did a quickie test and confirmed the blood is human.”


Brandon wasn’t surprised. After four years in homicide, he was good at reading stains. The real question was, did the blood belong to Vanessa Adams, who was still apparently missing after abandoning her car on that highway more than fourteen hours ago?


And then there was the pool of blood Antonio had discovered in the woods. It was no small amount, and one look at it had prompted Brandon to get on the phone with his lieutenant to request a team of CSIs out there, stat, to process the scene.


Brandon took out his phone now and pulled up the photo he’d taken last night. The blood pool— still coagulating— had been discovered beside a burned tree stump. The sight had put a lead weight in Brandon’s gut as he tried to imagine what happened. Someone had been injured or worse, and the logical candidate was Vanessa. Had she been shot? Stabbed? Bludgeoned?


Despite combing the area, they’d turned up no shell casings or drag marks— nothing beyond that one pool of blood by the stump in the woods.


At this point, they didn’t know if that blood matched the smear in the car, or if it was Vanessa Adams’s. To determine that, they needed DNA tests, which meant submitting samples to the notoriously backlogged DNA lab, and jumping to the front of that line would take a hell of a lot more than a friendly phone call to Jane, especially since their case wasn’t even officially a homicide.


Yet.


Brandon had a feeling about it, though.


He looked over his shoulder at the courthouse. Counting three levels up and three windows over, he zeroed in on Judge Thielman’s courtroom. He thought of Leigh Larson just before she’d gone in there. For a moment, she’d looked like a deer in the headlights. But then she’d opened the door and walked straight up the aisle, all confidence. It was the damnedest thing.


“You still stuck on that lawyer?”


Brandon turned around. “What? No.”


“Hey, don’t take it personally.” Antonio smiled. “Lawyers lie, man. It’s part of the job.”









CHAPTER THREE
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MENDEZ & LARSON OCCUPIED the bottom floor of a refurbished 1930s house six blocks west of the capitol. It was a prime location, and when Leigh first started working there, everything about the place had seemed romantic— the wide front porch, the dormer windows, the flower boxes. It was so impossibly quaint that Leigh hadn’t fully realized the maintenance headaches in store when she committed to the lease.


She walked up the steps and glanced at the porch swing where their resident tabby lazed in the sun. Watermelon yawned and gave her a perturbed look, possibly holding her responsible for the racket going on overhead. Leigh stepped into the office and looked at the ceiling.


“What are they doing up there?” she asked Bella.


Their receptionist leaned back in her swivel chair and moved the mouthpiece of her headset out of the way. “Something in the bathroom,” she said.


Leigh winced. “Don’t tell me it’s a leak.”


“It is, but it’s the sink, supposedly.”


Bella’s curly blond hair was piled on top of her head today and secured with a pencil. Her expression brightened as Leigh set a pair of coffee cups on the marble reception counter.


“Is one of those for me?” she asked.


“Yep. Skinny latte.”


“Oh, bless you. I missed lunch.” Bella adjusted her headset and held up a finger telling Leigh to wait. “Yes, I’m on hold for James Khagan?”


Leigh reached over the counter for the iPad where Bella kept a log of phone calls. She swiped at the screen and scrolled through what looked like a busy afternoon.


Bella adjusted the headset and sighed. “Still holding,” she said, then took a sip of coffee.


“So, any chance a police detective came by here earlier?” Leigh asked.


“Yes. Oh my lord, talk about packin’ heat! Did he find you?”


“Yeah.”


Bella grinned. “You’re welcome.” She adjusted her headset again. “Yes, I’m still holding for James Khagan?” She rolled her eyes and then turned to Leigh. “What are you looking for?”


“I’m not sure. Have we had anything from a Vanessa Adams lately?”


“No. Why?”


Leigh tapped on the previous day and scrolled through the calls.


“You can do a search, you know. Just— hello? Mr. Khagan? Hi there, it’s Bella over at Mendez and Larson. How was your fishing trip?”


Leigh grabbed her coffee and left Bella to her work. Besides being a kick-ass receptionist, she had a knack for collecting unpaid invoices. Leigh thought it was her voice. The sugary Southern accent caught people off guard, and before they knew it, they’d pulled out their credit card and agreed to pay over the phone.


Leigh’s heels clacked on the restored oak floor as she made her way down the corridor. The law firm occupied just over half of a four-thousand-square-foot building. Upstairs was a two-man accounting shop, and a space at the very back of the building was leased by a private investigator who mostly kept to himself. It was an amicable arrangement, but at any given moment at least one of the office suites was undergoing some sort of maintenance.


Leigh stepped into her office, which had a lovely view of an ivy-covered wall. After finding the building, Leigh’s partner had gotten first dibs on the front office, which suited Leigh fine. She didn’t want a front-facing window where any creep on the street could peer in at her while she worked.


Leigh’s office was small, but sumptuously furnished with a blue velvet sofa and a brown leather armchair arranged around a coffee table. Her desk was tucked into the corner, almost like an afterthought. On the end table was an amber-shaded lamp and a box of tissues. The room was designed to be soothing, like a therapist’s office. Many of Leigh’s clients showed up distraught and needed calming. Often, she was their last stop on a desperate journey.


Leigh set her satchel on the coffee table and sank onto the sofa to kick off her shoes. Groaning, she rubbed the balls of her feet. The pointy heels killed, but she’d long ago decided they were worth it. They gave her a couple inches of height and distracted male attorneys while she stuck it to them in court.


On a good day. Unlike today.


She leaned her head back against the cushion and slurped her Frappuccino, letting the creamy chocolate goodness take her mind off her afternoon.


Javier stuck his head in the doorway. “How’d it go with Thielman?” His gaze fell on her Frappuccino. “Oh, shit. That bad?”


She answered with a long slurp that gave her a brain freeze.


Javi stepped into the room and shut the door behind him. Leigh’s partner wore a custom-tailored blue dress shirt and espresso-colored slacks. Even at three in the afternoon, the creases looked sharp enough to cut butter.


“What happened?” he asked.


“He granted the TRO.”


His dark eyebrows arched. “Hey, that’s good.”


“He denied our request to make him take down the posts. Doesn’t want to violate his First Amendment rights.” Leigh rolled her eyes, making the head freeze worse.


“Well, it’s Thielman. What’d you expect?”


“I expected to convince him! I made a damn good argument.”


“I’m sure you did.”


She sat forward and plunked her cup on the table as Javi looked her over. She felt especially crappy because Javi’s sister had referred the client. The woman was going through a messy divorce and her ex-husband had been bad-mouthing her for months on Facebook. When he showed up at their kid’s birthday party and called her a cunt in front of a room full of eight-year-olds, she decided she’d had enough.


Javi leaned against the doorframe, and she noticed he was wearing his favorite alligator belt, which meant he’d been in court earlier.


“How’d your day go?” Leigh asked.


“Still going. I’ve got a client at five.”


“Here?”


“Her place.”


She took a last sip of coffee, and Javi grimaced. “How do you drink that stuff? It makes my teeth ache.”


A knock sounded on the door, and Javi scooted aside as Bella leaned in.


“Sorry to interrupt. You were asking about Vivien Adams?”


Leigh perked up. “Vanessa. Why?”


Bella stepped over and handed her a stack of mail. “That was in your box. The manila envelope on the bottom is from a V. Adams.”


“Thanks.”


“There are some bills in there, too. All that’s been in there a few days.”


Bella stepped out as Leigh shuffled through the stack, which did indeed contain some neglected bills.


“Who’s Vivien Adams?” Javi asked.


“Vanessa Adams. A couple of cops tracked me down at the courthouse to ask about her.”


His eyes sparked with interest. “What’d she do?”


“I don’t know.”


“What kind of cops?”


“I don’t know that either.”


She flipped the envelope over. It was addressed to Leigh in a woman’s loopy handwriting. The return address was only a name.


“Well, were they sheriff’s office? Austin PD?”


“APD. Detectives.” She glanced up. “You know Brandon Reynolds?”


“Never heard of him.”


Leigh opened the envelope and took out a familiar two-page document. It was signed by Vanessa Ann Adams. Paper-clipped to the last page was a check for five hundred dollars.


“Well, look at that.”


Javi stepped closer, and she caught a whiff of his Gucci cologne.


“What is it?” he asked.


“She freaking hired us.”


Leigh stood up and handed the client agreement to Javi. It was the standard boilerplate contract used by the firm. Leigh stepped over to her desk and powered up her laptop.


“She came to see me two months ago,” Leigh said. “Some problem with her landlord, if I remember right.”


She opened her email and searched. Nothing from Vanessa. She clicked into a browser and googled Brandon Reynolds and Austin police.


“You’d better get a driver’s license number on this check,” Javi said. “If the cops are after her, it might bounce.”


A list of news stories appeared. Leigh clicked the top one: Suspect Arrested in Greenbelt Attacks. Leigh’s stomach tightened as she skimmed the story. It was from a year ago. The accompanying photo showed Brandon Reynolds addressing reporters on the steps of the police station. Several uniformed officers stood alongside him, but Brandon seemed to be the one fielding questions.


Javi whistled. “Is that him?”


“Forget it. He’s straight.”


Javi lifted an eyebrow.


Leigh scrolled through the story, skimming for info.


“Oh no,” she murmured.


“What is it?”


“He’s a homicide cop.”


BRANDON SCANNED THE faces at the bar and spotted a few he recognized. He walked to the back and slid into a booth as a text landed on his phone.


She show up? Antonio wanted to know.


Instead of answering, Brandon called him. “What happened with the sister?” he asked.


“She still hasn’t heard from her,” Antonio reported. “What about you? Is she there yet?”


“No.”


From the music in the background, Brandon figured Antonio was in his car on his way home, finally, after another marathon day.


“So, what’s with the Ice House?” Antonio asked. “I thought you hated that place.”


“She wanted to meet here.”


“Why?”


Leigh Larson strode into the bar and looked around. Same blouse, skirt, and shoes as before, same hairstyle. She hadn’t been home either, apparently.


She spotted him, and something flitted across her face. Relief?


“Hey, lemme call you back,” he told his partner.


Leigh walked over, and Brandon scooted from the booth to greet her.


“Thanks for meeting me,” she said.


“No problem.”


She glanced around curiously before sliding into the wooden seat. She set her purse on the bench with her phone sticking out, as though she might be expecting a call.


She turned those green eyes on him. “I appreciate your time. I’m sure you’d rather be headed home right now.”


Brandon didn’t comment, and she didn’t seem to notice. She looked around again, as though this place were something more interesting than a dive bar down the street from the police station.


A server stopped beside their table. “Anything to drink?” She directed the question at Brandon, but then settled her gaze on Leigh.


“Um . . . You have Shiner Bock?” Leigh asked.


“Tap or bottle?”


“Bottle, please.”


“And you?”


“Water,” Brandon said.


The waitress left and Leigh sighed.


“Just water?”


“I’m on call tonight,” he said.


“Oh.”


Her smile faded, and she rested her hands in front of her on the scarred wooden table. Her hands were pale and slender. No wedding ring, but she wore an intricate silver band on her left thumb.


“I’ve never been here,” she said.


“Why’d you suggest it?”


“Proximity.” She looked around again. “It seems like a cop hangout.”


“How can you tell?”


She smiled slightly. “You guys have a certain look.” Brandon watched her, waiting for her to talk. He’d been surprised to get her call at the police station, and she’d been brisk on the phone.


“So, earlier you asked me about Vanessa,” she stated.


“And you said you didn’t know her.”


“No. I said she wasn’t my client.”


He arched his eyebrows, even though none of this came as a surprise. If she didn’t know Vanessa, she wouldn’t be here.


“Semantics,” he said.


Which was one reason he wasn’t crazy about lawyers.


“No, not semantics,” she said. “It’s an important distinction. I met Vanessa exactly once, and she wasn’t my client. But then this afternoon— ”


“Wait. You saw her?” He leaned forward.


“No.” She huffed out a breath. “Let’s back up.”


The server returned with a tray filled with drinks. Balancing carefully, she placed the beer in front of Leigh and set a super-full glass of ice water in front of Brandon.


Leigh eyed his drink as she picked up her Shiner. She took a sip and set the bottle down.


“Vanessa came to see me,” she said.


“When?”


“About two months ago. She was having a legal issue with her landlord.”


“All right.”


“Then today— when I got back from court,” she said pointedly, “I had a package from her at my office.”


“A package?”


“It was a signed client agreement and a retainer check. So, as of this afternoon, Vanessa is officially my client. And, no, I did not lie to you earlier when you asked.”


Brandon watched her, waiting. There was more to this story, or she wouldn’t have wanted to meet him.


“The thing is,” she said, “I reached out to her this afternoon.”


“Call or text?”


“Both. And email. She hasn’t responded.” Leigh frowned slightly. “And since a pair of police detectives tracked me down at the courthouse to ask about her, I have to admit I’m worried.” She paused and looked at him. “What’s going on?”


Brandon didn’t respond.


“You’re a homicide detective, right? You and your partner?”


“Crimes against persons.”


She lifted her eyebrows. Now, who was guilty of semantics?


Brandon took a sip of water, stalling for time. He didn’t want to tell her much. He didn’t want to tell her anything, really, but he needed information, and he sensed he’d get more if he gave something in return. She hadn’t said the words attorney-client privilege, but he could tell they were on the tip of her tongue.


“Last night, we got a callout to an abandoned vehicle on Old Quarry Road at the east edge of town.”


Her eyes filled with concern. “Is it Vanessa’s?”


“It’s a Toyota Corolla registered to her name, yes. And her identification was inside.”


“She left her wallet?”


“Her wallet, her keys, her phone.”


Leigh’s expression turned grim. “That doesn’t sound good.”


“No.”


“Anything else?”


“Not that I can share.”


She turned away, settling her gaze on the crowded bar. But her thoughts seemed to be miles away.


“The phone thing is weird,” she murmured.


“Agreed.”


“When she came to visit me, she had it in her lap the whole time.”


Brandon watched her, absorbing details he hadn’t noticed at the courthouse. Her dark hair had glints of red in it, and loose strands fell around her neck. He liked the bun, and he couldn’t look at it without wanting to pull it loose. She wore a chunky man’s sports watch that seemed at odds with her feminine clothes, and for some reason the combination was unbelievably sexy.


Brandon sipped his ice water.


“Was Vanessa having a problem with anyone?” he asked.


“A legal problem?”


“Any kind of problem. The thing with her landlord, for instance.”


“I can’t discuss her legal issues.”


And there it was, the dodge he’d expected. If it had been a homicide investigation, he could have compelled her to give him at least some information. As it was now, though, he needed to rely on persuasion.


“How’d she seem when she came to see you?” he asked, going for the indirect approach.


Leigh’s expression turned wary. “How do you mean?”


“Did she seem stressed out? Upset? Scared?”


“She was stressed out. But that’s not remarkable. I mean, people don’t generally come see me to tell me how great their life is going.”


“What kind of law do you practice?”


“All kinds.”


He tamped down his impatience. “Does Mendez and Larson have a specialty?”


“Officially, no. But we do a fair amount of work going after psycho exes, stalkers, and online perverts.”


He eased forward. “Psycho exes?”


“You know, pissed-off boyfriends and husbands. Guys who harass and trash and post revenge porn, that sort of thing.”


For the first time since he’d shined his flashlight on that abandoned Toyota, Brandon felt like he was getting somewhere.


“Is that what was going on with Vanessa?” he asked. “And before you say anything about privilege, you should know that time is working against us here.”


“I don’t know. I wish I did.” Leigh looked sincere, but he figured that was an expression she had in her arsenal after years as an attorney. “We had a short preliminary conversation— mostly about our fee structure, to be honest with you. She seemed to be concerned about money. And then she left. When I didn’t hear back, I assumed she decided not to hire us.”


“Until today.”


She nodded.


Brandon leaned back in the booth. He hadn’t had time for more than a quick Internet search, but he hadn’t come up with this psycho-stalker angle when he’d run Leigh’s name. She must not be established in the specialty yet. Which meant Vanessa might not have gone looking for help with some guy giving her trouble. Maybe she simply needed some legal advice.


“You guys keep pretty busy with cases like that?” Brandon asked.


“Online harassment, you mean?”


“Yeah.”


She nodded. “There’s no shortage of bad actors out there. Same reason you stay busy, right? Some people are sick. And a depressing number of them use technology to terrorize women and upend their lives.”


“Just women?”


“Mostly. At least the ones who come see us.” Her expression darkened. “Social media is rife with misogyny, you know. Harassment, rape threats, extortion. Some people do it for profit or for fun or because they’re sadistic. Some people are just flat-out crazy, and someone in their life becomes a target for that.”


Target. Exactly what Brandon was worried about with this missing-person case.


“Who referred Vanessa to your firm?” he asked.


“No idea.”


He shot her a look.


“What? She didn’t say.”


“Don’t you make it your business to find out where your clients are coming from?”


“Yes. But in this case, I don’t know. She didn’t mention a referral or anything, and it’s not like I grill people the second they walk in the door.”


He sighed, and she leaned forward.


“Listen, Detective. I’d like to help you.”


“Call me Brandon.”


She nodded. “I’d like to help you, Brandon. Really. You have no idea how often I have a client who’s pushed to the brink because the police won’t take her seriously. Some of these guys are experts at skirting the law. It’s maddening. But in this case, I really don’t know about a problem Vanessa might or might not have been having with anyone.”


“What about the landlord? Who is it?”


“I don’t know offhand.”


“I need a name.”


She watched him, and he could see the debate going on in her head. Attorney-client privilege versus helping police with what was potentially a murder investigation.


A chime emanated from her purse, and she checked her phone. He watched her reaction, hoping maybe it was Vanessa returning her phone calls, and they could all go home, mystery solved. But Leigh’s face gave nothing away.


She tucked her phone away and looked at him.


“It’s late,” she said, “and I still have work left to do tonight.”


He didn’t doubt she had work tonight, but her tone told him that was an excuse to leave.


“I’d like to get that name,” he said.


She pulled a twenty from her purse and tucked it under the beer. “I’ll think about it.” She slid from the booth.


“Don’t think too long.” He gave her a stern look. “A case like this, the clock’s ticking.”


A HIGH-PITCHED BEEP GREETED Leigh as she stepped through her front door. She tapped in the alarm code, then kicked off her heels in the foyer, eyeing her running shoes with a twinge of guilt. She’d meant to go this morning before work, but she’d gotten sidetracked with an email. Then tonight she’d gotten sidetracked at the Ice House.


Leigh crossed the living room, dropping her bag on the sofa, and stepped into her kitchen. Opening her fridge, she sighed. Her refrigerator was just as neglected as her running shoes. She grabbed a yogurt and took it into the sunroom that doubled as a home office.


The sunroom had been the primary selling point of her one-bedroom condo. It looked out over a private patio. Leigh had spent her first three weekends after move-in pulling up half the bricks and putting in flower beds so she’d have a slice of nature to look at whenever she worked from home, which was often.


She had overestimated her gardening skills at first, planting azaleas and hydrangeas, even though her mom had warned her they might be difficult to grow. Of course, her mother was right. Not only did she know plants, but she knew Leigh, and by midsummer the plants had withered under Leigh’s sporadic care. At her mom’s suggestion, she had switched to some knockout roses. The heartier flowers didn’t mind when she put in marathon days at the office prepping for trial, only coming home at night to crash and change clothes.


Grabbing her laptop, Leigh turned on the water fountain and stepped onto the patio. Her home faced a busy street, and she kept the front windows covered for privacy, but the patio was her oasis, and the lotus-shaped fountain drowned out the traffic noise. She sank into her favorite chair and turned on her computer. After logging in, she opened the file she’d created after her meeting with Vanessa.


Leigh made notes after every meeting, even those in which the person didn’t commit to hire her, because as Javi always said, A “no” today could be a “yes” tomorrow. Clients could be indecisive as hell. In that respect, Vanessa was typical.


It was everything else that seemed bizarre.


Leigh skimmed her notes, which were written in the choppy shorthand she’d developed her first semester of law school. She’d reviewed everything this afternoon, but she wanted to see if anything new jumped out after her conversation with Brandon.


Vanessa had come to see her on a rainy Friday in August. She’d been wearing surgical scrubs and said she was on her lunch break, and Leigh remembered Vanessa’s sneakers squeaking on the floor as she’d led her back to her office. Leigh had ushered her to the sofa, where she’d sat down and unfolded the four-page lease agreement she had signed for an apartment in North Austin. Vanessa had been visibly shaken as she recounted getting a letter from her landlord threatening to sue her for illegally subletting her apartment.


“He says I’m in breach of contract, but I’m allowed to sublet,” she’d insisted. “It’s right here in black and white.”


Vanessa hadn’t brought the letter, unfortunately. She’d said it was from the law offices of Heinrick & Toole, which Leigh knew to be a boutique firm on the south side. She’d also said the letter wasn’t signed by a specific attorney, which Leigh considered a red flag. Yet another red flag was the correspondence coming digitally versus an actual letter.


Leigh’s advice had been simple: Wait. The email message could be an empty threat. If the suit was legit, Vanessa would receive something further, and at that point Leigh could get involved. Vanessa had asked questions about fees and then ended the meeting, saying that she had to get back to work, but she’d be in touch.


That was the last Leigh had heard from her, or about her, until today.


Leigh pictured Vanessa with her rain-dampened hair, smoothing the lease agreement out on the coffee table.


Did she seem stressed out? Upset? Scared?


Brandon’s questions came back, and Leigh realized now that Vanessa had been all of those things. And she realized there might have been much more going on with her than a litigious landlord.


Leigh thought about how she’d looked that day, with her bloodshot eyes and wan complexion and her nails bitten down to the quick. The woman had been distraught, and Leigh wished now that she had spent more of her time with Vanessa asking questions rather than answering them.


Why had she sublet her apartment in the first place? Leigh had done a little digging this afternoon, and the home address Vanessa had listed on the client agreement was less than a mile away from the apartment she was subletting. And based on the websites, both apartments were one-bedroom units of similar cost.


So, what had prompted her to move? Had she simply wanted a change of address? And if so, why? Moving was a hassle. Period. It wasn’t something people did for no reason, and Leigh had her suspicions.


She caught a blur of movement as a skinny black cat leaped onto the wall separating Leigh’s courtyard from the one next door. Leigh’s neighbor was a software exec who worked even longer hours than Leigh did.


Sherlock pranced along the wall and settled himself directly above the fountain, watching Leigh with a scheming look in his eyes. He was typically aloof, but he’d been known to sniff out sandwich crusts or abandoned yogurt cups.


Leigh finished her yogurt and set it on the ground. She resettled her computer on her lap and launched a social media search. She combed three platforms but came up with nothing for a Vanessa Adams living in Austin. Finally on Twitter, she found a Vanessa Adams who listed her location as Texas. The profile picture was a white daisy, and the account was private. It seemed like a longshot, but Leigh sent a follow request anyway.


Her phone chimed on the table beside her. The number was blocked, but Leigh knew who it was.


“Hey,” she said.


“I ran your friend,” C.J. told her.


C.J. Foley was Leigh’s go-to guy for background checks, mostly because he was good, but also because he was free. The private investigator occupied the office at the back of their building, and Javi had helped him out of some legal scrapes over the years, pro bono. It was a symbiotic relationship.


“That was fast,” Leigh said.


“Slow day. And it was easy. She’s clean.”


“No record at all?”


“Nope. No wants or warrants. Not even a traffic ticket.”


“You’re sure?”


“Yep.”


C.J. didn’t sound offended by her skepticism. He didn’t offend easily.


Leigh was surprised by the result, though. When Brandon had asked if Leigh got referrals from Gertie Soltis, a public defender, she’d figured Vanessa had had some sort of brush with the law in her past and Brandon had learned about it.


“I did find one thing,” he said.


Leigh’s pulse picked up. “What?”


“She reported a burglary back in June. Her name’s on the report.”


“She had an intruder?”


“Car burglary. It was parked on the street. Anderson Lane.”


“Do you know what was stolen?”


“Nope. I know the cop listed here, though. I could see if he remembers it.”


“That would be great, C.J. Thanks. I owe you.”


He clicked off.


C.J. wasn’t big on pleasantries. Or lawyers, for that matter. But he and Javi seemed to have a good arrangement, and he never pushed back whenever Leigh called him up.


Sherlock rubbed his head against her ankle, and Leigh reached down to scratch his ears. He was in a rare friendly mood after finishing off her yogurt.
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